Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 25

Issue 2

Article 6

April 1992

The Camel Caper: An Integrated Language Arts Lesson
Arden Ruth Post

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Post, Arden Ruth (1992) "The Camel Caper: An Integrated Language Arts Lesson," Michigan Reading
Journal: Vol. 25 : Iss. 2 , Article 6.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol25/iss2/6

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

The Camel Caper:
An Integrated
Language Arts Lesson
by Arden Ruth Post
The explosion of whole language
upon the reading-language arts scene
has left teachers scrambling for lesson
ideas which integrate the various
language arts as well as content areas.
A plethora of literature guides have hit
the market from several publishers,
ranging from a few stapled pages to 20page bound volumes. The guides have
provided teachers with teaching tips for
employing a whole language approach
to specific works of children's
literature. Literature guides contain a
variety of listening, speaking, reading
and writing activities. Content areas are
often included with lessons, projects,
and activities related to social studies,
art, music, and physical education.
At present, the same does not
appear to be true for the broader
language arts. While textbooks are
increasingly adopting the whole
language philosophy, they remain
largely closeted within themselves to
teach and practice skills and concepts.
Take grammar as an example. I've
always wondered why I, as a student in
the 1950's, as well as my students in the
1980's, had to identify parts of speech,
types of sentences, subjects and
predicates from contrived sentences in
a language arts text. Why not
something meaningful: something
we've written, something we've read,
something we're interested in? Why not
connect language arts learning to real
reading, real writing, and content
areas?

With this goal in mind I've been
developing a series of whole language
lessons based on meaningful content to
teach the various aspects of language
arts and to incorporate content area
learning. The following lesson received
an enthusiastic response when it was
presented at the 1991 MRA Convention
in Grand Rapids. In publishing it here, I
hope to share it with a broader
audience.

The Camel Caper
This lesson is based on a humorous
article by Kristin Casler from the Grand
Rapids Press some years ago. It
chronicles the escape of the camel,
Roxanne, from the John Ball Zoo, her
travels through the neighborhood, the
reactions of stunned observers, and
finally, her capture.
Brainstorming
I placed a transparency of a camel's
head on the overhead projector. After
using this lesson several times with my
college classes, I've added camel
memorabilia to my file and a camel
picture became part of the collection.
The picture invokes thoughts of camels
and prepares students for the lesson by
summoning prior knowledge. When
initial giggles at the camel's penetrating
stare subsided, we brainstormed
background information:
Where do camels live?

What do they eat?
What purpose do they serve for
people?
Where have you seen a camel?
What have you read about camels?
Reading for a Purpose
The students then each received a
copy of the newspaper article. I used
the same procedure with the teachers at
the MRA Conference, but will refer to
the audience as students for the
purpose of simplicity and to
demonstrate that the lesson is meant for
actual students in upper elementary,
middle school, even high school.
The students skimmed the first few
paragraphs, examined the pictures, and
were asked to work in pairs to jot down
the following information on an index
card:
The Camel Caper
Who?
What?
When?
Where?
Why or How?
The information could be revised or
supplemented as students completed
reading the article.

Map Skills
The next step was to hand out a
portion of a Grand Rapids city map and
ask the students to locate and trace the
camel's route from the zoo to where she
was captured. Students enjoyed
working together and comparing their
routes. Where differences existed in the
routes, they reread and discussed the
passage for clarification. Critical
reading and thinking skills were used in
a natural way and in an interesting
context.
A transparency of the map and
markers enabled some students or
student groups to share their results
with the whole class and again critical
reading and thinking skills were
required. Discussion, debate, and
supportive
reading
naturally
corresponded to this type of group
sharing.
Return to Reading Purpose
Students reread and revised their 5q ues tion purpose cards. They were
encouraged to be brief and choose the
most important information in answer
to the five questions: Who? What?
Where? When? Why or How? (See
Figure 1).

Figure 1 - Reading Purpose Card
The Camel Caper
Who?
What?
When?
Where?

Why?/How?

Roxanne, the camel
• escaped from the John Ball Zoo
• was recaptured
One summer Tuesday evening
• the neighborhood surrounding the zoo
• the northwest side of Grand Rapids
• the vicinity of Lake Michigan Drive and 196
• she broke her leash when a squirrel or chipmunk scared
her
• she was tranquilized by a blow from a dart gun and
returned to the zoo in a horse trailer

Radio Broadcast
Next, I reminded students of the
speaking we always incorporated into
our language lessons. Our goal was to
be able to speak from notes and develop
the ability and the confidence to feel
comfortable in front of an audience. We
avoided the kind of oral reports which
consisted of reading a written paper
aloud. For this lesson our speaking
would take the form of a radio
broadcast and would be tape recorded,
as were most speaking exercises.
Students were asked to volunteer to
give a news broadcast in which they
extemporaneously turned their notes
into sentences which formed a news
item. I began the broadcast by saying,
"Good evening. This is station
WGRX, Grand Rapids, Michigan, here
to bring you the latest news."
The student volunteers then gave
their news items, stepping to the front
of the room near the tape recorder and
using a microphone or substitute
microphone. (A banana works nicely as
a sub!) Since the reports were relatively
the same, we ended after three or four.
We then replayed them, giving both
positive comments and constructive
criticism to each speaker. Since

everyone eventually became a speaker
in these activities, we all developed a
sensitive appreciation for peer review of
our speaking.
A variation involves having
students bring in several news articles,
choose one article of interest per fourmember group, work together to
answer the five questions, and then
have each group select a member to
report its news item.
Our Own Sentences (for use on a future day)
The tape of the radio broadcast was
later transcribed into a typed version of
what each student said. Frequently, I
listed and numbered their sentences
instead of writing each oral report as a
paragraph. These sentences became the
basis for subsequent grammar exercises,
replacing the irrelevant language arts
text sentences with meaningful
sentences of our own (see Figure 2).
Sometimes the transcripts were
typed as paragraphs, missing all
punctuation and capitalization (see
Figure 3). The class was assigned to use
the exercise as a review of all they had
learned. They were told to find and
correct all errors. We occasionally

Figure 2- News Broadcast
News Broadcast
1. Good evening! This is the channel 8 news coming from Grand Rapids, Michigan.
2. Our first item of the news is an exciting one.
3. This is a special news flash!
4. Shortly after 5:00 p.m. Tuesday evening, Roxanne, the one humpbacked camel,
broke free from her leash at the John Ball Park Zoo after being frightened by a
small animal.
5. She wandered into the quiet Lake Michigan Drive neighborhood just northwest
of the zoo.
6. Fortunately, after several attempts to capture Roxanne she was tranquilized with
the help of several zoo workers and the police.
7. We will keep you updated on the details as they come in.
8. Thank you.
'

Figure 3 - News Broadcast
good evening this is channel 8 news coming from grand rapids michigan
our first item of the news is an exciting one this is a special news flash
shortly after 5:00 p.m. tuesday evening roxanne the one humpbacked
camel broke free of her leash at the john ball park zoo after being
frightened by a small animal she wandered into the quiet lake michigan
drive neighborhood just northwest of the zoo fortunately after several
attempts to capture roxanne she was tranquilized with the help of several
zoo workers and the police we will keep you updated on the details as
they come in thank you
turned it into a game: Who could locate
and correct the most errors? For use in
younger grades I would perhaps leave
out just one element of grammatic
usage, such as capitalization.
Writing for a Purpose - Summarizing
The possibilities for writing
activities from this lesson are endless. I
began by having students write a
summary for two reasons:
1. It is an important skill that
students should be taught, not
just assigned.
2. This lesson had the perfect set
up for summarizing.
Students were asked to return to their
purpose cards (refer back to Figure 1)
and use their notes to write a summary.
The responses to the five questions
were turned into sentences and it was
recommended that summaries be kept

to a few sentences (see Figure 4).
Extended Writing
The students and I brainstormed
additional writing activities. We made a
list together and each individual
student chose one topic to write about.
Some of the suggestions included the
following:
"Write another chapter: 'Roxanne
Escapes Again' or 'Roxanne is
Banished from the Zoo.'"
"Write poetry about Roxanne in the
form of Haiku, a limerick, an
alliterative sentence, etc."
"Write a different ending. Let's
pretend she wasn't captured
and tell what happened."
"Rewrite the story from the camel's
point of view. Use the first
person: 'I, Roxanne."'
"Write a story about an animal
you'd like to find in your yard."

Figure 4 -Summary Card
The camel, Roxanne, escaped from the John Ball Zoo one summer
Tuesday evening. She broke her leash when a squirrel or chipmunk scared
her. Her travels took her in the vicinity of Lake Michigan Drive and 196 on
the northwest side of Grand Rapids. She was recaptured after visiting the
neighborhood surrounding the zoo. Roxanne had to be tranquilized by a
blow from a dart gun and returned to the zoo in a horse trailer.

Upon completion the stories were read
aloud in small groups and students
assisted each other in peer editing and
revision.
Grammar (Usage and Generalizations)
The newspaper article itself can be
used to practice grammar or to provide
examples once certain skills and
concepts have been taught. Assuming
that students already knew parts of
speech, although a quick review is often
needed, I conducted the following oral
exercise. (Students can also be asked to
write down answers.)
1. Find all the PROPER NOUNS
in the first four paragraphs.
2. Name some PREPOSITIONS.
Let's hear some examples of
prepositional phrases. Good!
Now find all the prepositional
phrases in paragraph 2. (If
students mention the infinitive
to come, I would seize the
opportunity to explain
infinitives.)
3. What do QUOTATION
MARKS do? O.K. Find and
read some dialogue and tell
who said it.
4. We've talked about UNUSUAL
VERBS and tried to use them
in our writing. Check
paragraph 3 and 4. What do
spooked and lumbered mean?
How can you figure out their
meaning?
5. FIGURES OF SPEECH are
familiar words used in
unfamiliar ways. The combination of words often means
something different than the
meanings we usually associate
with the words. Find some
figures of speech in the
paragraph at the bottom of the
first column (double take,
triple take). ,

Our grammar lesson ended there,
but it could have focused on other
elements of grammar. The point was
that we connected grammar to
meaningful, real reading material.
Content Areas
Obviously, time becomes a factor in
all lessons. I believe in using lessons to
teach, practice, or review what my
students need to learn, not just to create
fun activities. All of the above sequence
may not be appropriate for a particular
group or grade and should not be used.
For example, omit the map skills or any
of the grammar elements. However,
content area related activities are
abundant and the following can be
incorporated when appropriate:
Math: Make story problems. For
example,
Newspapers always give people's
ages, so a question becomes, "How
much older is Bob Jester than Lisa
Kolker?"
Science: The Camel Caper can be
tied into a study of living
conditions, eating habits, and
characteristics of camels as one kind
of mammal.
Social Studies: The role of the
camel in certain societies and
geographic regions can be explored.
Map skills and locational skills are
included.
Religion Studies: The use of the
camel by certain Old and New
Testament peoples can be noted, for
example, the Three Wise Men.
Reading: Story mapping and the
Directed Reading-Thinking Activity
(DR-TA) are appropriate reading
strategies.
Conclusion
The purpose of this article was to
provide a concrete lesson, or series of
lessons over several days, in which the
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essence of the whole language approach
is captured. Listening, speaking,
reading, and writing are included in a
natural flow from one to another.
Meaningful content in the form of a
newspaper article and a real life
experience are the basis for a language
arts lesson and related content area
connections.
It is my hope that teachers will find
The Camel Caper lesson useful. In
addition, I hope it gives inspiration to
teachers to create their own relevant

lessons specific to the needs of their
students, the skills and concepts they
are learning, and the content which is
taught.

ARDEN JUJIJI eost
is a Professor of Bducafion at Calvin?.,
Cqllege, Grand Rapid$, Micij;jgan.

CAMEL CAPER .
Wayward 1-humper leads cops, keeper on merry, neighborly chase
By Kristin Casler
The Grand Rapids Press
Roxanne checked out
a new neighborhood
Tuesday evening.
And while she didn't
come bearing gifts, the
800-pound camel's stroll
through the neighborhood northwest of John
Ball Park and Zoo will
be the topic of conversation for weeks to come.
Roxanne, a 4-yearold dromedary camel,
broke her leash from a
post at the zoo shortly
after 5 p.m. Tuesday
after apparently being
spooked by a squirrel or
chipmunk, said zoo
Director John Lewis.
The
on-humped
camel, who was brought
to the zoo only a few
days ago, then lumbered
out the back gate and
down a service road to
Lake Michigan Drive.
And so began what
police later called the
Camel Caper.
Lisa Kolker, 26, of
289 Manzana Court NW,
was driving home and
came across Roxanne in
the middle of Lake
Michigan Drive.
"It was the funniest

Zooworkers finally corner camel in Fulton St. NW back yard.
thing I ever saw," Kolker
said. "I thought, 'What's
that in the road? Did
somebody's horse get
loose?' Then I got close
and saw this big hump
on it."
By
this
time,
Roxanne's handler, Joe
Malchow, was chasing
the critter down the
center of the road, but to
no avail.

Malchow,
17,
commandeered Kolker's
vehicle and jumped onto
the hood. "Follow that
camel," he said to
Kolker.
She chased the camel
west.
Bob Jester, 33, of 112
Crestwood Drive NW,
did a double take as he
happened
upon
Roxanne trotting down

Lake Michigan Drive .
That turned into a triple
take when he saw
Malchow on Kolker's car
in pursuit of the camel.
"She (roxanne) was
just a lolly loppin'up
that hill, and all I knew
was that thing was
bigger than my car,"
Jester said.
A truck left the Int.
196 exit on to Lake
Michigan Drive and
tried to head Roxanne
off, forcing the camel
into a yard with
Malchow fast on her
hooves.
The taller than 6-foot
animal turned a few
residents' heads in the
normally
quiet
neighborhood around
Oswego and Fulton
streets as she traipsed
through back yards and
across shady lanes.
As she bounded
through the yard at 1720
Fruitwood Court NW,
Roxanne
evoked
disbelief from the folks
inside, said resident
Richard Bechtold.
"Dick, there's a big
animal out there," he
said his wife hollered as
she peered out the
window. "It's a camel!"

Joe Malchow chases camel after it knocked him down, left. A somewhat embarrassed Malchow, right, with
caged camel behind him.
"It's a big dog," Dick
retorted, distrusting his
wife's interpretation.
"But sure enough, it was
a camel corning straight
through our back yard."
Noting the oddity of
the occurrence, Bechtold
grabbed his video
recording camera and
headed
after
the
galloping animal.
Marty Majchrzak, 17,
of 24 Oswego St. NW,
said his family was
sitting around the dinner
table when, suddenly, a
few chins dropped.
"It
came
right
through our back yard
when we were eating
supper," Majchrzak said.
"I thought it was a
buffalo, it was so big!"
Police and zoo
personnel temporarily
apprehended
the
generally calm camel in
a yard near the comer of
Oswego and Fulton '
streets.

As John Ball workers
coaxed the skittish beast
and tugged her red leash
in an effort to walk her
back to the zoo, Roxanne
growled in protest and
decided she wanted a
better look at the area.
But as Malchow
attempted to restrain
her, he suddenly was
pulled underneath the
rearing beast. Roxanne,
who was pulling with all
her might, accidently
stepped on the youth's
chest and broke into a
run up Fulton Street.
Malchow
was
momentarily shaken, but
quickly resumed his hot
chase.
Roxanne made a
dash into the back yard
at 1801 Fulton St. NW,
where she found herself
cornered by a chain-link
fence.
She remained there,
surrounded by police
and zoo workers, about

two hours.
Curious residents
trickled out of their
nearby homes to gawk
at the unusual spectacle.
Creating a sort of
neighborhood block
party,
about
20
onlookers brought out
cameras to record the
spectacular event.
Neighbors remarked
that only Sunday they
had placed their children
atop Roxanne for rides.
The camel, along with
two others, is part of a
summer
attraction
providing rides to
children.
As the beast fidgeted
in the corner, officials
pondered what to do.
Lewis opted to
tranquilize the stillfrightened camel to
prevent
her
from
making a break for it.
With a blow gun
similar to that used in
Tarzan movies, Lewis
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shot a dart into
Roxanne's hind quarters.
About half an hour later,
Roxanne was more at
ease.
After an attempt to
transport her to the zoo
on a flat-bed truck
provided by the city was
abandoned. Roxanne
was led into a horse
trailer driven by Grand
Rapids Police Officer
Ron Hall.
As
they
left,
neighborhood children,
sad to see her go, waved
goodbye.
Lewis said he doesn't
expected any more
problems with Roxanne,
and the camel probably
will continue giving
rides to kids.

Printed with permission
of the Grand Rapids
Press.

